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are elected each election in most counties, two or three in 

the other counties. However, if a county chooses to elect 

its board members from districts, each district elects only 

one supervisor, and that can be only every four years. 

Depending on the local method of choosing supervisors, 

implementation of the ballot changes listed above would 

reduce the length of the ballot to very close to the "ideal" 

five offices. 

School and City Elections 

The length of the ballot in the proposed combined city-

school election in odd-numbered years is more difficult to 

project because of the local options involved. These 

include: 

School boards consist of five members, except that the 

number can be increased to seven by local action. Also, some 

or all directors can be elected from districts rather than 

at large. 

Election of the members of the merged area district 

boards is included here, but these directors are elected 

from districts. Directors' terms could be set at four years 

by legislative action. 

Most cities operate under the mayor-council form of gov

ernment, in which a mayor and five council members are 

elected at large for two-year terms. However, terms can be 

changed to four years, and some members can be elected from 

wards. Legislation has been proposed that would allow 

smaller cities to have three-member councils by referendum. 

In addition, cities now have power to change to forms of 
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government under which only five council members are elected 

for four-year terms. 

Depending on the options chosen by local officials and 

voters, the ballot for these combined elections could be as 

short as five to seven offices. 

A Shorter Ballot Still? 

The partisan general election ballot could be shortened 

further by adoption of a major constitutional change-

creation of a single-house legislature. Although a unicam

eral legislature has not been proposed recently in Iowa, 

the idea was very popular among Progressive Era reformers. 

One reformer commented that the states, in adopting new 

or revised constitutions based on the federal model, had 

adopted one feature of the federal system that they should 

not have, the two-house legislative body, and failed to 

adopt another federal feature that they should have, letting 

the chief executive official appoint the cabinet and major 

department heads. 

The authors of the New York state short ballot proposal 

commented: 

Some day the states may go through the process 
which our cities have, of consolidating the 
unwieldy double legislature into a single and more 
watchable chamber in which membership is a bigger 
honor and less unattractive to men of high ability. 
A single house of, say, fifty would probably result 
in the election of men of the type who are now sent 
to Congress.[94] 

The unicameral concept is consistent with the progres

sive goals of consolidation and simplification, centrali-
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zing authority and responsibility, and focusing public 

attention on as few offices as possible. 

So far, Nebraska is the only state to have adopted a 

unicameral legislature, and that state just completed fifty 

years of experience with it. 

There are many arguments that can be made both for and 

against unicameral legislative bodies that are beyond the 

scope of this report. The proposal merits mention here 

because it is consistent with short ballot principles: 

eliminating one house of the legislature would indeed 

shorten the ballot. 

CONCLUSION 

In closing I would like to quote two more passages about 

the philosophy of government that guided the Progressive Era 

proposals. The first is from Derr's dissertation: 

But the real thrust of progressive reform was 
toward order and centralization. The premise of 
idealistic reformers was that state power would be 
a countervailing beneficent shield for the people 
against harm done by monopolists, by corporations, 
and by apathy and indifference. . . . Opportunity 
would be re-introduced into Ameri·can life. Entry to 
power would be public, and leaders accountable. 
Covert activities would be very difficult in such a 
system, which was based on the ideals of fairness 
and equal freedom of access. Randomness and varia
tion in standards undermine fairness: government 
oversight was necessary to coordinate and ensure 
homogeneity of process. The ultimate goal was a 
more liberal and humane society.[96] 

The reformers of the Progressive Era had a genuine 

concern for democratic institutions and processes, for 

political structures and procedures in themselves, quite 

apart from substantive concern for ideology, political phi-
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losophy, or the particular candidates and issues of the day. 

They shared with the framers of the constitution the 

belief that if the proper structure and procedures of 

government were firmly established, the people could take 

care of the business of government for themselves. For the 

short ballot advocates, a ballot that the voters could 

manage intelligently was an important ingredient of 

democracy. 

William Allen White expressed this concern for process 

most eloquently when he wrote: 

Democracy is arming itself with the full power 
of the ballot. It is vastly more important that it 
shall have weapons and equipment for the fight than 
that it shall have a programme. . . . The important 
thing, the paramount thing, manifest in our growth 
as a people is the growth of democratic 
institutions--the broadening and deepening of the 
power of the people . . • The deepening power of 
the people means that the people are preparing by 
some subconscious prescience for a great struggle. 
They do not know definitely what it is. In the 
nature of things they may have no programme. A cut 
and dried platform, a formal declaration of 
principles, economic or a social scheme would limit 
the scope of the movement and curtail its 
usefulness. • . . Coming events must be met, not 
by a party or a set of principles, but by an 
attitude of mind. The reaction must be simple, but 
inevitable. [ 97] 
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